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1. Introduction 
There have recently been heated arguments in East Asia about the "correct" 
recognition of history, which include the debate on a Japanese junior high 
history textbook. The debate is not only about what is in the textbook, but also 
about what is left out. However, this sort of tension between what to write and 
what not to write in writing history is not unprecedented. We can go back even 
to the oldest histories of Japan, i.e. the Kojiki (古事記 Recordsof Ancient 
Matters) and, especially, the Nihonshoki (日本書紀 or日本紀 Nihongi,
Chronicles of Japan) , which is one of the texts to be treated in this article. This 
tension also leads us to the argument (or dispute) over what is "factual" and 
what is "fictional," or what is "history" and what is "myth." This problem can 
be clearly seen in sacred biographies such as Shotoku-taishi-denryaku聖徳太
子伝暦， whichis another text of this research. 
There are three topics to be taken up in this paper: (1) the problem of 
interpreting the sacred biographies of Shotoku-taishi (the Nihonshoki and 
Denryaku) with special focus on their historical, political, and religious 
contexts; (2) the structure of sacred biography with special attention to history 
and myth; and (3) a re-consideration of the relationship between history and 
myth as a general theoretical concern in the academic tradition of the history 
of religions. 
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2. The Construction of Shotoku in the Nihonshoki 
2.1. Historico-political Context of the Text 
Let us start with contextualizing the Nihonshoki. The Japanese began 
writing histories not later than the early seventh century, the earliest survivings 
of which are the Nihonshoki compiled in 720 and the Kojiki in 712. There is 
no doubt that they were strongly influenced by the Chinese tradition of writing 
history wherein history was regarded as, first of al, a function of government. 
The exploration of・the past was held to be essential for establishing the 
authenticity of the present reign. What distinguishes the oldest Japanese 
histories from those of China, however, is that the Japanese did not differenti-
ate strictly between so-called mythology and history, either intentionally or 
unwittingly. This fact also leads us to the question what divides myth and 
history. 
Both the Kojiki and the Nihonshoki are supposed to be the result of the 
project of historical compilation ordered by Emperor Temmu天武 inthe late 
seventh century. According to the preface of the Kojiki, deploring that the 
records of "various clans" had been altered and falsified, Temmu commanded 
Hieda no Are稗田阿礼， whowas known for his memory, to memorize an 
imperial genealogy (帝紀 teiki) and a collection of old narratives (旧辞
kyilji). 
The genealogy and collection of narratives seem to have provided source 
materials for the Kojiki and the Nihonshoki, both of which contain a wide 
range of mytho-historical statements. Although the mythological tales were 
taken from various districts of the country as well as other civilizations such 
as Korea, China, and supposedly Polynesia and Southeast Asia, the main 
theme of the mythology is the genealogical description of the imperial family 
up to the first "historical" Tenno, Jimmu神武 Jimmu is also regarded as a 
great-grandson of Ninigi瑣痩杵， whowas sent to earth by his grandmother, 
Amaterasu Omikami天照大神， thesun goddess and the supreme ruler in 
heaven. Strictly speaking, therefore, most of the mythological descriptions in 
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the Kojiki and the Nihonshoki are not "Japanese myth" but the myth of the 
imperial family. 
If so, it may be better to speak of what Gary Ebersole calls "mythistory" 
rather than "myth," insofar as in popular usage the term myth "frequently 
carries the connotation of an unchanging or timeless paradigmatic narrative" 
(Ebersole 1989, 268). If Byron Earhart is right when he notes that the Kojiki 
and the Nihonshoki were never that popular or widely circulated in early 
Japan, then they represent a historically conditioned fictional mythistory rather 
than a universally recognized myth. (Earhart 1982, 31) 
2.2. Shotoku in the Nihonshoki 
Let us turn to accounts of the Nihonshoki, focusing on those about Shotoku-
taishi (Prince Shotoku) (1). Prince Shotoku became a regent as soon as his 
aunt, Suiko推古 wasenthroned in 592. The Nihonshoki tels us in detail that 
during the next thirty years Shotoku embraced Buddhism, encouraged educa-
tion and supported people of talent, established a constitution, and brought 
about a complete change in the government. In terms of diplomacy, he sent 
emissaries and students to the Sui-dynasty in China and was instrumental in 
bringing the advanced culture of the continent to Japan. He is also reported to 
patronize the arts, encourage industry, give medical aid to the sick, set about 
developing transportation routes, institute rules protecting animals, and com-
pile a national history. 
With the penetration of Sino-Korean civilization and Buddhism from the 
fifth century afterward, Japan was destined to undergo a series of social, 
political, and cultural changes. In addition to the cosmological theories of the 
Yin-Yang school, two universal principles - Tao and Dharma―were 
introduced by Confucianism and Buddhism, respectively, which stood in 
tension with the indigenous Japanese religious worldview, which was later 
called Shinto. The first serious attempt to deal with this tension was made by 
Shotoku, attempting to affirm "Shinto," Confucianism, and Buddhism simulta-
neously by holding them in balance, as it were, in the so-called Seventeen-
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Article Constitution. 
Regardless of his devotion to Buddhism and advocacy of Confucian virtues, 
however, the Nihonshoki indicates above al his dedication to the cause of 
solidifying the Japanese nation by appropriating Buddhism and Confucianism 
in order to uphold the divine prerogative of the throne. In the second article 
of the Constitution, we read: "You should venerate the Three Treasures, 
namely, Buddha, Buddha's Law [teaching] and the Buddhist Community, 
which are the final refuge of al creatures." Shotoku was also a great admirer 
of Confucian learning, so he sent many able young Japanese to acquire an 
up-to-date education in China. On the other hand, he was eager to continue the 
tradition of his imperial ancestors who had venerated the kami. In short, what 
Shotoku envisaged was the establishment of a multi-religious policy that 
harmonized "Shinto," the Confucian tradition, and Buddhism. This synthesis 
was to serve as the bulwark of a strongly centralized nation ruled by the 
throne. 
2.3. "Shotoku" as a Cultural-religious-political Hero of 
"Nihon" 
Let us leave these images of Shotoku and turn to the historical consciousness 
that brought these images into existence. To rectify the "mistaken" facts and 
"corrupt" documents described in the preface to the Kojiki, was, in a sense, an 
act of the new "present" calling for a new "past." Significantly, later historians 
and biographers considered the mythohistorical accounts of the Kojiki and the 
Nihonshoki as a "past of things present" as well. 
The eighth-century Japanese chroniclers accomplished this fabrication of a 
new past and new present by writing a history in order to portray Japan as an 
old nation, as "old" as continental civilizations. To do this, they resorted to the 
mythologization of historical and genealogical facts for the sake of solidifying 
the nation around the throne. Side by side with this mythologization of history, 
the chroniclers indulged in the historicization of myths such as the account of 
the descent of the Sun deity's grandson from heaven to rule Japan. 
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They historicized, for example, the Yamato myths concerning the legendary 
first emperor Jimmu, even at the expense of fabricating the year 660 B.C. as the 
year of the founding of the Japanese nation. They also historicized mythologi-
cal figures into emperors, added legendary emperors, turned local chieftains 
into monarchs, and stretched the longevity of early monarchs. One of the 
fantastic by-products of this fabrication of history was the emergence of 
legendary cultural heros such as Y amato-takeru日本武 andShotoku-taishi. 
Here, as Joseph Kitagawa stated, "we confront difficult hermeneutical prob-
lems of untangling the intertwined processes of'historicization of myths'and 
'mythologization of history'in order to reconstruct, as it were, the archaic 
Japanese traditions of kingship and government, and to delineate how Chinese 
political theories were appropriated to articulate classical ideologies of sacred 
kingship and the immanental theocratic state in the seventh and eighth cen-
turies. Then we may examine how these ideologies came to be modified by the 
reality of the Japanese situation in subsequent periods" (Kitagawa 1987, 
83-84). 
In the process of combining the mythistory of the "new" nation, Nihon, with 
the "old" lineage of the imperial family, Shotoku came to be regarded as a hero 
of multi-dimensional talents. This official image of Shotoku constructed in the 
Nihonshoki, however, was modified gradually as sacred biographies were 
dedicated to him afterward. Let us turn, therefore, to his sacred biographies. 
3. The Configuration of "Shotoku" in Shotoku-
taishi-denryaku 
3.1. Shotoku in Denryaku 
According to Tamura Encho, more than one hundred versions of biogra-
phies were written of Shotoku-taishi by the end of the Tokugawa era, most of 
which were based on or at least influenced by Shotoku-taishi-denryaku 
(Denryaku in the following). Although it remains uncertain who wrote this 
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text, it seems likely that it was written by someone related to Buddhist temples 
with Taishi-ko or Shotoku cults, temples such as Horyo—ji 法隆寺 and Shiten-
nかji四天王寺 Denryakuis estimated to have been written in the middle of 
Heian period (794-1185), supposedly during early tenth century, i.e., approxi-
mately two centuries after the Nihonshoki. This text became more and more 
popular among Japanese people as Shotoku was venerated as the founder of 
Japanese Buddhism by founders of Japanese Buddhist sects, especially by 
Shinran親鸞吐
The episodes in Denryaku from the beginning to the end are much more 
"mythological" compared to those in the Nihonshoki. The following serves as 
an example: the episode of Shotoku's birth in Denryaku starts with a strange 
dream, which Crown Princess Hashihito-anahobe間人穴太部皇女 hadon the 
New Year's day of the thirty-second year of Emperor Kinmei欽明 Inher 
dream, a golden monk declared his vow to save the world and asked her 
permission to stay in her womb for a while. She asked the monk who he was, 
and he answered that he was Guze-bosatsu (or Kuse-bosatsu救世菩薩，
bodhisattva of salvation) and that his house was located in the west. At first, 
she declined his request saying that her belly was not immaculate and not 
suitable for a noble man. However, he insisted that he did not care about 
impurity but just wanted to be human for a while. Then she agreed with him 
and he, being gratified, jumped into her mouth. Even after she woke up, she 
stil had a strange feeling of having swallowed something. 
There are many episodes expressing the extraordinary talents of Shotoku: he 
could listen to and understand simultaneously thirty-six men speaking; he 
could answer any question of his Korean tutors in terms of Buddhism and 
Confucianism; he could fly in the sky on a divine horse; he could predict the 
future; when he lectured Buddhist sutras to Empress Suiko, lotus flowers fel 
from the sky; he remembered his past lives as a disciple of Buddhism in China, 
and so on. Then, what are we to make of the depiction of Shotoku? 
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3.2. Law of Hagiographical Configuration 
Based on the birth episode in Denryaku, Shotoku came to be regarded as an 
incarnation of Kann on, the God or Goddess of Mercy(3 l.During two centuries 
between the Nihonshoki and Denryaku, the image of Shotoku was transformed 
from that of a hero to that of a saviour. Although it is obvious that deification 
of saintly figures is a fairly common phenomenon in various religious tradi-
tions, the tendency to deify religious founders and saintly figures has been 
unusually strong in Japan. For example, according to a legendary account, 
people revered the seventh-century wonder worker, En-no-Ozunu役小角，
believing that he was able to control even deities and ghosts by his magic 
spells. Also, the Shoku-Nihongi (続日本紀Chroniclesof Japan, Continued) 
tels us that Gyoki行基 (670-749) was actually worshipped by the masses 
and was called a bosatsu (Bodhisattva) even during his lifetime. In al these 
cases, who these men actually were and what they did became les important 
than what their followers believed they were and did. That is to say, the 
memories of these men came to be reconstructed by the soteriological yearnings 
of their pious followers. Furthermore, in their loving adoration of these deified 
figures these followers tended to demand and keep alive more and more 
hagiographical accounts of the supposedly historic memories of these men(4l. 
In other words, in al such cases, the personalities and teachings of the men 
in question may differ greatly, but the "forms" of their biographies as they 
develop over the years seem to follow an amazingly similar pattern. This is 
what Martin Dibelius calls the "law of sacred biography." According to this 
concept, there is usually a stereotyped notion of a holy man whose life is 
marked by a series of supernatural events. His birth is accompanied by 
miraculous elements, and he proclaims his future calling in his youth. He seems 
to know ahead of time what kind of death is awaiting him, and often such a 
person is believed to have overcome physical death in one way-0r another. On 
al these counts, the case of Shotoku follows this general pattern of sacred 
biography. 
What is significant is that Shotoku is not only a historically important 
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person but also a paradigmatic figure. That is to say Shotoku was "stereo-
typed" and as such his personality and career have been interpreted by the 
"tradition" as embodiments of attributes and qualities which later Japanese 
Buddhists admired and idealized. Once he was "stereotyped," pious legends 
and popular literature further glorified him, so that the various attributes of 
Buddhas and Bodhisattvas as well as the virtues of King Asoka and of an ideal 
Buddhist layman, Yuima (Vimalakirti), were incorporated into the sacred 
memories of Shotoku. The important thing is that he provided a model for 
Japanese Buddhism. It is not surprising, therefore, that very shortly after his 
death Shotoku became the object of the Taishi (Prince) cult, which was in 
effect a homology of the veneration of Sakyamuni (Prince Siddhartha), 
Maitreya (Prince Ajita), and Shotoku. 
4. Structure and Meaning of Sacred Biography: A 
Comparative Perspective 
4.1. Narrative Structure of Sacred Biography 
We are now ready to consider the structure and meaning of sacred biography 
from a comparative perspective. Let us begin with summarizing the main 
characteristics of sacred biography. Although as biography in general it tels 
a person's life, it is the extraordinary character of the person that distinguishes 
sacred biography from others. In addition, it is quite important to keep in mind 
that any biography is, in the strict sense of the word, a written account. In other 
words, biography is based on a writer's interpretation of his/her subject and 
this interpretation is contextualized — culturally, politically, and historically. 
In the case of "sacred" biographies, they inspire imagination, belief, and 
practice in many religious traditions. Narrating the life stories of religious 
figures tends to persist without much concern for the historicity of the times, 
places, and facts of the individual lives they recount. Stories about the lives of 
saints and founders of a religious tradition bring into relief precisely those acts 
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and episodes that evoke soteriological themes in a religious tradition. They 
provide a narrative explication of abstract religious concepts and become the 
fabric for speculations about pervasive religious concerns. 
For instance, as exempUfied in the biographies of the Buddha and of saints, 
models of Buddhist practice have been articulated and contextualized in a 
variety of culturally salient modes throughout the history of Buddhism. As 
Juliane Schober points out, "biographical episodes in Buddhist texts thus 
speak not only of the past, but speak simultaneously of a variety of presents in 
multiple cultural and linguistic contexts" (Schober 1997, 1-2). Later I shall 
try to give a more precise account for the problem of "contextualization of the 
present in the terms of an idealized past," while, for the time being, let us 
concentrate on the paradigmatic/pragmatic structure of sacred biography. 
In terms of the processes of their compilation and proliferation throughout 
a religious tradition, sacred biographies convey more than merely moral tales 
for religious instruction. As Frank Reynolds shows in the context of Ther-
avada Buddhism, sacred biographies resonate among religious audiences 
because the Buddha biography has fundamentally shaped religious conceptions 
and interpretations in various religious modes throughout that tradition. The 
mythic and symbolic accounts of sacred biographies often make for "good 
stories to tel," but these stories also have didactic aspects because they 
illustrate exemplary moral practices. 
Members of religious communities, however, accept sacred biographies "on 
faith" and, on this point, the quality of the stories transcends concerns of 
morality and religious instruction. Episodes in sacred biographies become 
meaningful only in reference to concepts central to the religious tradition. As 
Schober insists, "highly evocative and polysemous, sacred biographies depict 
and contextualize the lives of those who emulate these ideals in religious texts 
and practice. In their totality, the biographies of the Buddha encompass a 
variety of models of and for religious practice" (Schober 1997, 2) . 
The last statement reminds us of Clifford Geertz's famous formula about the 
symbolic meaning of culture: "model of'and "model for." Sacred biography 
mediates between the ideal and the real, the conceptual and the pragmatic. To 
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the extent to which individual life stories express abstract and profound 
principles, they become "models of'exemplary religious practice. Simultane-
ously, they are "models for" religious practice for they inspire others to imitate 
in their own lives idealized expressions of religiosity. This will lead us further 
into a consideration of how sacred biography works as the model of/for under 
the constraints of its historicity. 
4.2. Biographical Construction of "Sacred History" 
Sacred biography contextualizes the present in the past. That is, the reader 
or the hearer of the biography confronts in one's "nowness" of social existence 
a past realized as a coherent whole, the coherence being provided by the 
biography. The biography also points to a future; it has a "teleology" to 
borrow an idea from Paul Ricoeur; i.e. it orients the reader or hearer to future 
action. The sacred biography as a particular type of text refers retrospectively 
to events in which the sacred became manifest in a historical person. It makes 
these events relevant to the present, and it points forward to a time when those 
who read or hear the biography will themselves reach beyond their own 
historicity to an ultimate reality. 
This is because, as Charles Keyes suggests, "the sacred transcends history." 
The assumption made by the author of a sacred biography that the sacred has 
been realized in activities of an historical person creates "a fundamental 
constraint on the nature of sacred biography, a constraint that appears to hold 
no matter in which society the sacred biography is found." Each episode of the 
life of a subject of the sacred biography must make sense in terms of this 
"intrusion of the sacred into history" (Keyes 1982, 14). The essential element 
of the sacred biography is that which reveals the sacred through the life of a 
person; and what is important for our understanding of sacred biography is 
that it is this constraint that gives the sacred biography its fundamental 
coherence. 
How the sacred is to be grasped by author (s) and readers of a sacred 
biography will be constrained, culturally as well as historically, by the lan-
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guage of the sacred that is available to the author (s) and readers. This 
language implicates al previous sacred texts - scriptural, commentarial, 
mystical, and above al biographical―that are part of the religious tradition 
known to the author (s) and readers. Thus, as Michael Williams says: "The 
biography in this way stresses from the beginning the continuity between 
individual and tradition, rather than the sudden appearance of the unique and 
radical break with the past" (Williams 1982, 38). It is from this language that 
what Reynolds and Capps call "biographic images" are constructed. These 
biographic images―established by directing attention to key events in the 
life of the subject such as birth, religious quest, calling, salvation, and death 
一 takeprecedence over a simple chronicling of biographical facts. (Reynolds 
and Capps 1976, 4) 
In other words, many of the biographical images found in sacred biography 
have been drawn from the sacred biographies of previous saints, prophets, and 
especially founders of religious traditions. This is what Bruce Lawrence 
emphasizes when he mentions "retrospective biography," which, according to 
him, is evident in the relationship of the lives of Christian saints to that of 
Christ, of Islamic ones to the biography of Muhammad, of Buddhist ones to 
the life of Buddha. (Lawrence 1982, 49) 
4.3. Rethinking Myth and History 
Let us now return to Shotoku. The tendency to construct biographical 
images of Shotoku by borrowing "biographical images" from "retrospective 
biography" is much more apparent in Denryaku than the Nihonshoki. That is 
why historians have paid litle interests to Denryaku in terms of its historical 
value. This is the case, however, for not only the biographies of Shotoku but 
for other sacred biographies as well, which scholars see as embellished with 
"mythological and fictional" stories rather than historical facts. It is quite 
reasonable, then, for Reynolds and Capps to insist that the study of sacred 
biography "must begin with myth and history as fundamental categories in the 
history of religions" (Reynolds and Capps 1976, 2). 
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The distinction between myth and history has become an increasing prob-
lem, especially in western societies throughout the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries as scholars have become more and more aware of the ways in which 
actual events can be interpreted to produce different meanings for different 
people. For instance, Claude Levi-Strauss sees history as coming to function as 
myth in modern societies (1978), while Mircea Eliade sees the growth of 
fantasy film as another outburst of the human myth-making capacity (1960). 
Let me follow Eliade's discussions of the relation of myth and history for a 
moment. In his book, Myths, Dreams and Mysteries, Eliade describes the 
religious person's view of myths as the expression of "absolute truth, because 
it narrates a sacred history ... which provides the pattern for human behavior" 
(23). Following this general statement on the nature of myth, Eliade focuses 
on the person of Christ, noticing that Christ is not a "mythical" but a 
"historical" personage, and that nevertheless "the religious experience of the 
Christian is based upon an imitation of the Christ as an exemplary pattern" 
(30). Throughout Eliade's works, we can find numerous examples of general 
statements about "myth and history" followed by "biographical" illustrations. 
What is significant for our purpose is his suggestion that myth provides the 
exemplary pattern to be actualized in human history. In this sense, myth and 
history are not discontinuous but manifest a complex interaction. 
The problem of defining myth comes when the truths held by particular 
religions are enshrined in narratives which the devotees may believe actually 
occurred. In other words there is an argument over whether something is a 
myth, taking place in the imagination, or is history, having actually occurred 
in the world. What is problematic is the wide range of ways to reconcile 
mythical truth and historical truth. For instance, the Japanese word shinwa神
話 iscomposed of two ideograms, one for the word kami or deity and other 
for wa or story. The myths in the Nihonshoki, then, are stories about the 
deities, but, as we have already noticed, they have the indigenous purpose of 
underpinning the imperial rule and political organization of the nation. In this 
way, we can read and interpret myths historically. We can also read and 
interpret historical events recorded in Denryaku mythologically. What seems 
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to be crucial is that both myth and history are narratives, which tel stories in 
ways which include the present-day listener as a person with a living interest 
in what happened then. It is obvious that history itself involves the imagination 
reflecting on events and on patterns of cause and efect. It is noteworthy, then, 
to notice the fact that history is not a single idea but is, itself, a construct of 
particular cultures. 
5. Epilogue - How Can We Write a "Sacred 
History" After Auschwitz, Hiroshima, Nanking, 
and WTC? 
I would like to close my brief essay by presenting my own definition of myth 
and history. Recently scholarship has come more and more to depart from the 
confines of a rationalist, positivist reconstruction of chronological history, 
recognizing the interpretive value of mythic, artistic, and cultural themes as 
expressions of principal tenets underlying the tradition. From this perspective, 
both myth and history are narratives; myth is a narrative which contextualizes 
the present in terms of an idealized past, while history is a narrative which 
textualizes the past in terms of an authorized present. Both of them are 
strategies of sacred biographies of religious founders and saints whose lives 
become models for as well as models of religious practice. 
What should we think about history and memory, when history textbooks 
approved by the Japanese government tend to avoid mentioning "comfort 
women," who themselves were-and stil are―part of Japan's history, and 
they have never been free from gruesome memories for more than half a 
century ? There is a gap, a terrible gap, between those who cannot wipe out 
a historical event from their memories and those who are eager to forget it. 
How can we overcome this gap? How can we write a "sacred history" with 
soteriological vision of our time providing us with a paradigm of how to 
understand what happened and how to live in future when so many people are 
suffering from horrible memories of Auschwitz, Hiroshima, Nanking, the 
13 
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World Trade Center, and so on? Whose hagiography is to be written? 
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(1) Shotoku is the posthumous name of Umayado no Toyotomimi no Mikoto (厩戸豊
聡耳命 orJogu 0上宮王）， whowas born in the third year of the reign of Emperor 
Bidatsu敏達 (574) as the second child of Tachibana no Toyohi橘豊日， wholater 
became Emperor Yomei用明 afterhis elder brother Bidatsu died in 585. The reign of 
14 
Myth and History in Sacred Biography 
Emperor Yomei, however, did not last long because he died of an illness in 587 when 
Umayado was only 1 years old. Emperor Yomei was followed by his brother Sushun 
崇峻 and,after Emperor Sushun was assassinated, Toyo-mike-kashikiya-hime豊御食炊
屋姫， ayounger sister of the brothers, became Empress Suiko推古， thefirst Empress in 
Japanese history. 
(2) In terms of the style of writing, Denryaku adopted a chronological format that 
presented for each year a few episodes — some of which were taken from the Nihonsho-
ki, while many others were taken from other sources. This style of chronological 
biography started with Denryaku and soon came to influence other biographies in Japan. 
(3) A bodhisattva especially associated with the principle of compassion, which is 
worshiped and invoked in both male and female forms in the Mahayana Buddhism. 
(4) Joseph M. Kitagawa, On Understanding Japanese Religion, Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1987, p.196. 
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